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Dr. John Dee, 16th century advisor to Queen Elizabeth, conducted a series of 

mystical sessions to converse with angelic spirits in the early 1580s, asking a variety of 

questions ranging from hidden treasures to the organization of the cosmos. At a glance 

the experiments appear focused solely on the field of magic, separated from organized 

scientific research or religious belief. I argue that Dee’s research within this period does 

not separate the three from one another, but instead serves as a meeting point where 

magic, science, and religion overlap one another. They are not separate discourses, but 

instead constantly mingling as practitioners like Dee pursue knowledge. Christopher 

Marlowe, a playwright of the 16th century, mirrors Dee’s research in his play Doctor 

Faustus, ultimately condemning the pursuits of magic as fruitless and useful only for 

one’s damnation.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

In Christopher Marlowe’s play Doctor Faustus (1604), the conjuring and 

conversations with the demon Mephistopheles touches upon the subjects of science, 

magic, and religion. Such topics reflect the work of the 16th century adviser to Queen 

Elizabeth, Dr. John Dee, and his works within the Mysteriorum Libri Quinti (1582/1583). 

Dee records instances where he and his partner Edward Kelley conducted sessions with 

angelic spirits, asking a variety of questions ranging from hidden treasures to the 

organization of the cosmos. As the two continued their research, however, they suspected 

the spirits communicating with them might in fact be demonic entities rather than 

celestial benefactors. Between the publication of Dee’s work and the creation of 

Marlowe’s play, such sessions with spirits received a stigma, labeling the practitioners as 

conjurors of demons, making deals with the devil himself, and a threat to the values of 

Christianity. In this thesis I wish to argue two things. First, that Dr. John Dee himself 

epitomizes the strange point in the 16th century where the pursuit of scientific 

discoveries, connections to God, and the power of magic meet together. Second, that 

Marlowe’s 1604 play draws from the life and work of Dr. John Dee based upon 

similarities of communication with spirits for both Dee and Faustus. 

To better understand the argument, I first wish to explain the definitions behind 

magic and science in the 16th century as they differ from the modern reader’s definition. 

Even then, contemporary definitions of magic differ from source to source. In From 

Paracelsus to Newton: Magic and the Making of Modern Science, Pico della Mirandolas 

defines magic as “the sum of natural wisdom, the practical part of natural science, based 
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on exact and absolute understanding of all things” (Webster 58). Here magic connects to 

the scientific world, concerning itself with sure information and a knowledge of 

everything rather than limiting itself to one field.  

Stuart Clark’s definition of magic is similar and, in Thinking with Demons: The 

Idea of Witchcraft in Early Modern Europe, he states “the contemporary term ‘magic’ 

was descended from the magia of the ancient Persians – that is to say, it signified not 

merely genuine science but universal wisdom itself, the very apogee of knowledge of the 

world” (Clark 215). Once more magic grounds itself in the realm of science, and ties 

itself with the natural world and the discovery of all knowledge rather than the spells, 

curses, and summoning modern readers equate to the term. 

Another definition from Henry Corenlius Agrippa, an influential writer on the 

occult topic of magic, provides the most in depth description of magic during the time of 

Dee’s education. In From Three Books of Occult Philosophy, Agrippa writes: 

Magic is a faculty of wonderful virtue, full of most high mysteries, containing the 

most profound contemplation of most secret things, together with nature, power, 

quality, substance, and virtues thereof, as also the knowledge of whole nature; and 

it doth instruct us concerning the differing and agreement of things uniting the 

virtues of things through the application of them one to the other and to their 

inferior suitable subjects, joining and knitting them together thoroughly by the 

powers and virtues of the superior bodies (Agrippa 230) 

Here Agrippa takes the definition a step further from universal knowledge. Magic, in this 

definition, contains qualities of mysteries, power, and nature, and a way in which these 
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connections can be explored. In his mind magic unites these items together, and must be 

explored if one seeks to understand how the workings of the world connect. 

Even with these definitions of magic, Dee draws a line between his own work and 

that of other practitioners.  In The Queen’s Conjurer, Benjamin Woolley writes: 

He was engaged in a form of science, the ‘other (as it were) OPTICAL Science,’ 

he circumspectly called it…Thus, for him, crystal gazing, properly and devoutly 

conducted, had the same validity as star gazing. It was a way of beholding the 

universe in all its glory, and understanding its manifold and mysterious workings 

(Woolley 148).  

 Dee viewed the magical arts as a method to discover more about the world around him, a 

means to observe the world and discover the hidden mysteries. The methods of magic 

were another avenue of exploration, a branch of science to master and unearth new 

findings rather than a source of power. 

 Throughout all the splendor Agrippa describes and Dee’s own definition of 

magic, Lynn Thorndike reminds us in The Place of Magic in the Intellectual History of 

Europe that “man always is a factor in magic. His knowledge, skill or power is always 

essential to the performance of a feat of magic” (Thorndike 32). Without the part of the 

practitioner, strange feats that skirt natural law may be considered miracles or the work of 

celestial beings rather than man’s pursuit of knowledge. Only with the inclusion of man 

can a feat be labeled “magic” even if it draws from evoking God’s good will or demonic 

entities. 

 The curious soul who braved this path of knowledge and connections was aptly 

labeled a magician, which of course carries its own definition. Agrippa offers a definition 
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of this profession, stating that “a magician doth not amongst learned men signify a 

sorcerer, or one that is superstitious or devilish, but a wise man, a priest, a prophet” 

(Agrippa 227). He signifies the difference between that of a magician, drawing a line 

between the wisdom magic can provide and the demonic connotation often associated 

with the practice. A magician, according to this definition, can be an honorable 

profession of enlightening, one deserving of as much respect as a religious figure.  

In defining a magician, there remains a clear drive to connect the label with the 

pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. Clark adds that the magician “was, in consequence, 

someone who sought to ascend to a knowledge of these superior powers and then 

accentuate their normal workings by drawing them down artificially to produce 

wonderful effects” (Clark 217). Clark attributes the pursuit of knowledge for the 

magician is for these powers known only to superior beings, but upon discovering them 

and recording the information, the magician could then use their effects for a number of 

benefits. 

 The study of science in the 16th century, on the other hand, offered its own 

adventures and mysteries for the curious practitioner. Science, and especially the study of 

mathematics, often found itself defined as its own type of magic with its own set of rules, 

rituals, and outcomes. Even the definition of mathematics is varied and encompasses a 

number of fields contemporary readers would find distinct. In “The Mistaking of ‘the 

Mathematical’ for Magic in Tudor and Stuart England” Peter Zetterberg quotes John 

Dee’s definition of mathematics and what is included:  

Perspective, Astronomie, Musike, Cosmographie, Astrologie, Statike, 

Anthropographie [study of man], Trochlike [wheel art], Helicosophie [study of 
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spiral lines], Pneumatithmie, Menadrie [simple machines], Hypogeiodie [special 

kind of surveying], Hydragogie [water pumps], Horometrie [determining time], 

Zoraphie [perspective drawing], Architecture, Navigation, Thaumaturgike 

[automata and simulacra], and Archemastrie (Zetterberg 87) 

Here the art of science is not limited to one field, but a branching of many topics that 

require specific rules, guidelines, and masteries to conduct correctly. The writings and 

reports of the mathematicians with their art, however, consisted mainly of rhetoric than 

grounded results.  Zetterberg states that mathematics “consisted not only of fanciful 

reports of what mathematicians supposedly could do, but also, importantly, of incredible 

stories, always accepted with great credulity, of what past initiates in the art had once 

done” (Zetterberg 88). Word of mouth and astounding claims from the introductions of 

the books themselves helped spread the fantastical writings of these mathematicians, 

allowing their own work and fame to grow.  

 Dee’s own work reflects the similar rhetorical allure and vast claims found in the 

work of mathematicians. In The Enochian Evocation, for example, the introduction of the 

handbook proclaims the following for the budding magician: 

1. All human knowledge. 2. Out of it springeth Physic. 3. The knowledge of all 

elemental Creatures amongst you, how many kinds there are, and for what use 

they were created, those that live in the air, those that live in the waters, those 

that dwell in the earth, and those of the fire (which is the secret life of all 

things). 4. The knowledge, finding, and use of metals, the virtues of them, the 

congelations and virtues of stones. 5. The conjoining and knitting together of 
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natures. The destruction of all nature and of things that may perish. 6. Moving 

from place to place, as, in this country or that country at your pleasure. 7. The 

knowledge of all mechanical crafts. 8. The transmutation of form, but not 

essence. 9. The knowledge of the secret of men (Dee 13) 

This is a bold claim for the handbook, and in actuality the book revolves around the 

specific rituals and guidelines a practitioner must go through to correctly utilize magic. 

Both science and magic based books claim many impossible feats to be accomplished 

with their knowledge, promising their readers great power and knowledge to draw the 

eager reader in. 

 Most interesting to note, however, is the accessibility of the sciences to people of 

all classes. In “The ‘Professors of Secrets’ and Their Books”, William Eamon writes: 

Instead of being concentrated solely within the universities, scientific activity 

shifted to princely courts, informal urban academies, and organized scientific 

societies. The social role of the scientist also changed, as patrons made more 

practical demands on his work, and as scientists increasingly justified their role in 

terms of social need. In short, science became a much more integral part of 

society in the early modern period than it had previously been; and a much 

broader spectrum of society entered the scientific picture, in the sense both that 

more kinds of people did science, and more people were affected by it (Eamon 

471) 

Rather than being limited to a specific group, scientific activity and exploration molded 

itself to the need of the public. Patrons utilized the practical aspects of scientific 
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discoveries, and others could enjoy fruitful production of useful inventions and items 

thanks to the knowledge gleaned from research. Just as the spectrum of scientific fields 

seemed endless, so too did its application to different parts of society. 

 Just as science contains similarities to magic, religion coincided with the 

definition of magic during the sixteenth century. In John Dee’s Natural Philosophy 

Nicholas H. Clulee defines the relationship between magic and religion “as a special 

wisdom and power delegated by God as a token of a special relationship between God 

and man as a technique for restoring immediacy with God and the spiritual” (Clulee 240). 

The information gleaned from delving into magic formed a bridge between man and God, 

and for some allowed a sort of salvation through knowledge. Agrippa writes of the 

importance of study in all fields when practicing magic, and religion falls well within the 

requirements: “if he be not learned in theology, wherein are manifested those immaterial 

substances, which dispense and minster all things, he cannot be possibly able to 

understand the rationality of magic” (Agrippa 232). The ability to understand magic 

stems from knowledge of religion, binding the two together. God’s power in the creation 

of the planets defined the space in which magicians could work, and based their 

calculations on scripture. Without the parameters set by religious belief, many of these 

scientific discoveries and calculations would not otherwise have occurred. It is in this 

mixture of magic, science, and religion that Dr. John Dee conducted his research and I 

shall further explore in the following chapters.  
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II. THE LIFE OF JOHN DEE 

John Dee was born on July 13th 1527 in London, England to Roland Dee and 

Jane Wild, and was their only surviving child. Dee attended school at the Chelmsford 

Chantry School in 1535, and then from November 1542 to 1546 at St. John’s College, 

Cambridge. His passion during this educational period rested in mathematics, which even 

then had the branding of magic. Woolley writes “As a subject, [mathematics] was 

regarded in some circles with suspicion…Mathematics was still popularly associated with 

the magical ‘black arts,’ the term ‘calculating,’  sometimes corrupted to ‘calculing,’ being 

synonymous with conjuration” (Woolley 12). The suspicions surrounding the subject did 

not deter young Dee from his studies, and his work with mathematics and mechanical 

creations allowed him to emerge from the field with a reputation for discovery, creativity, 

and thirst for knowledge.  

 His work in mathematics spilled over into the fields of astrology and calendar 

making. Wooley continues to describe the use of calendars in the 16th century:  

Diaries and calendars of the modern sort were not yet invented. The nearest 

equivalent, printed ephemerids, contained astrological tables plotting the positions 

of the planets for each month of the year. Dee used these to record notable events, 

each entry being scrawled next to the row tabulating the disposition of the 

heavens for the relevant period or day (Wooley 16) 

Dee’s association with calendars and knowledge of the stars opened up two different 

opportunities: assisting in Richard Chancellor’s exploration of the world and creating a 

name for himself by working closely with the new regime of Queen Elizabeth. 
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 Dee’s first opportunity arose in the early 1550s when the explorer Richard 

Chancellor was making preparations to set out on an expedition into the North 

Sea to find a navigable route along the coast of Russia to China. English 

knowledge of navigation at this time was lacking due to the scarcity of maps 

produced in the country. According to most English marines, the world remained 

shaped according to the writings of the ancient Greeks, and updated information 

regarding the New and Old World remained carefully guarded. Dee, however, 

received the chance in his earlier years to study some of these maps and books 

from afar, so he stood out as a prime informant for Chancellor to make his 

preparations. “Together they prepared charts for the voyage, presumably based on 

maps Dee had copied during his stay with Mercator and Gerard Frisiu in Louvain, 

and used the quadrant to compile detailed tables of solar and celestial positions” 

(Woolley 98). Between his prior education and knowledge of the stars, Dee 

succeeded in providing Chancellor guidance on his journey. Chancellor, however, 

was unsuccessful in finding a navigable route to China, but through Dee’s 

information stumbled upon Moscow instead and opened up trade there. More 

importantly, the expedition gave way to the realization that the English could 

continue exploring the world. Woolley writes: 

Chancellor’s trip, under Dee’s guidance, also opened up in the 

imaginations of a new generation of English adventures the feeling that 

the northern latitudes might yield further treasures, that the frozen seas, 

though less enticing and more dangerous than the southern, might provide 
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England with a bounty that had so enriched the Spaniards and the 

Portuguese (Woolley 99) 

Through Dee’s work, a new inspiration for exploration and navigation blossomed to 

allow future endeavors in the frozen seas. Perhaps not as magical as some of Dee’s later 

work, but nevertheless his studies in mapping out the stars provided England with an 

invigorated spirit to continue navigating the world.  

 The second opportunity for Dee came about in the late 1550s when he was 

contacted to choose a date to start Elizabeth’s reign. With his knowledge of the stars and 

planets, Dee finally settled on a date worthy of the new queen: 

He chose 15 January 1559 as its start date. His reasons, along with the document 

setting them out, are lost, but he was no doubt swayed by such factors as Jupiter 

being in Aquarius, suggesting the emergence of such statesmanlike qualities as 

impartiality, independence, and tolerance, and Mars in Scorpio providing the 

passion and commitment needed of a prince (Woolley 56) 

From here, Dee’s influence with Queen Elizabeth only grew and he soon became a 

beloved advisor to the monarch, offering advice from alchemy, marriage to the duke of 

Anjou, the meanings of comets, and more. Despite his growing rumors of being called a 

conjuror, Queen Elizabeth welcomed Dee and his knowledge to her court. She refused to 

be shy in her interests in these magical fields, and in The Arch-Conjuror of England Glyn 

Parry describes Elizabeth’s reputation as follows: 

Elizabeth openly reveled in her reputation for philosophical profundity, wide-

ranging enough potentially to conflict with evangelical religion. Speaking from 

the throne, dressed in her jewel-encrusted finest as the Virgin Goddess, she told 
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the 1585 Parliament that “I am supposed to have many studies, but most 

philosophical. I must yield this to be true that I suppose a few (that be no 

professors) have read more” (Parry 72) 

The Queen’s open view of all fields of study and great interest in all things magical 

allowed Dee to maintain a strong connection to the court and continue to gain influence 

for his own research. 

 As Dee’s reputation grew, he applied his knowledge to other areas besides 

exploration and courtly affairs. One of the biggest money making ideas in the 16th 

century resided in hopes of finding buried treasure. Rumors of hidden stores of rich 

families being dug up by gardeners or farmers circulated quickly, and many hoped to fill 

their pockets with buried treasure. During this frenzy of treasure hunting, many believed 

the location of buried treasure aligned with the celestial bodies above. Connections 

between planets and metals such as the Sun and gold, the Moon and silver, and Venus 

and copper made these hunters suspect different terrestrial locations housed bigger caches 

of the desired metal. Dee followed this line of thinking and supported his own hunts for 

buried treasures, where he believed the search was essentially scientific over personal 

gain. “It was based on a coherent body of knowledge. He did not have some sort of 

magical power unavailable to others, but an understanding of the forces of nature, and 

therefore an ability to manipulate and exploit them” (Woolley, 93). Though his influence 

within the treasure hunting was limited, the desire to find missing items and hidden 

caches affected later applications of his research, as I will discuss later. 

One important aspect of Dee’s life critical to his work is Dee’s religious belief. 

Dee was deeply committed to God. Clulee writes “He seems to have had a rather 
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Protestant view of salvation by faith through God’s grace and election that centered on 

the individual’s direct relation to God independent of any organized church” (Clulee 

208). Though devout, Dee encouraged others to take their learning beyond what the Bible 

or Pope offered them, lest there be a monopoly on knowledge provided. Woolley 

supports this, stating Dee “believed that God’s truth was in the world of nature and 

learning as well. It was to the movement of the stars and the pages of the ancient texts 

that humanity must look to find the common ground upon which the church had 

originally been built” (Woolley 46). Between Dee’s personal beliefs of a closeness to 

God through scientific exploration and the previously given connection between religion, 

science, and magic during this time period, Dee’s history defines a man involved in all 

three spheres and representing each while conducting his work. By believing his work 

brings him closer to God, Dee’s progression to conducting experiments in contacting 

angels begins to make more sense from a religious and scientific point of view. 

 

III. DEE’S CONVERSATIONS WITH ANGELS  

 There is no written record of when Dee began using scryers and spirit mediums to 

conduct research, but hints in his research indicate that he was involved in such research 

as early as 1568. Scrying is defined as “visions seen in a crystal ball or other shining 

surface…[and] has been widely used and respected for divination throughout history” 

(Dee 15). While other practitioners used scrying to uncover the future, Dee sought to 

receive knowledge from the spiritual world through his crystal ball. “The spiritual realms 

were thought to resemble, in many aspects, the physical world” (Dee, 16), so by peering 
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into the reflective surface the scryer could glean information from the spirit world that 

correlated to the world of man.  

  Dee kept his experiments in scrying orderly, following daily routines whenever 

he dealt with spiritual beings. To Dee, these actions were serious ventures of scientific 

study to be treated with the utmost respect and care. Some of his routines and 

requirements include: 

that for three days before each action, the participants should abstain from ‘Coitus 

& Gluttony,’ that on the day they should ‘wash hands, face, cut nails, shave the 

beard, wash all’, and that just before a session commenced, invocations should be 

made ‘5 times to the East, as many to the West, so many to the South, & to the 

North’” (Woolley 162) 

Failing to follow these rituals to the letter could taint the results of the scrying session, or 

displease the spirits Dee was trying to converse with. The instructions themselves follow 

the path of a clean body and soul, and by abstaining from sin and dirt alike one would be 

pure enough to please the spirits. These rituals of purification assist in connecting the 

mystical act to the realm of the religious, where avoiding sin and maintaining a pure state 

can bring the individual closer to God. This reasoning could explain why Dee felt it so 

important to hold true to these instructions, to further his connection between the spirits 

so that he could obtain information from emissaries of God. 

 Scryers in the 16th century followed a set of conventions and expectations that 

could distinguish their skill in the art. Certain looks, class, and behavior could mark a 

scryer as being more in tune with the spiritual world than others in the practice. Childlike 

tendencies, animalistic behaviors, and mood swings that traversed the border of mental 
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illness were qualities sought after in a scryer. The poor, eccentric fellows that displayed 

this behavior could seek work as a cunning man of sorts, offering fortune telling and 

conjuring for the price of his meal or bed. Woolley describes the scryers as  

a strange fraternity of young men, literate but generally lowborn, often outcasts or 

fugitives forced to live on the fringes of society…they were expected to be odd, 

as it was their distinctive sensibility that enabled them to pick up occult 

emanations. Hence even the most respected patrons would tolerate their eccentric, 

‘‘melancholic,’ even criminal behavior (Woolley 131).  

The strange, erratic behavior and willingness to summon spirit and tell fortunes for room 

and board aptly described the typical scryer, and seems a stark contrast to the organized 

fashion and detailed instructions Dee expected when dealing with the spiritual realm.  

During his research, Dee conducted much of his scrying with a man named 

Edward Kelley, also known as Edward Talbot. Dee records the meeting in 1582, writing: 

One Mr. Edward Talbot cam to my howse, and he being willing and desirous to 

see or shew some thing in spirituall practice, wold haue had me to haue done 

some thing therein. And I truly excused myself therein as not in the, vulgarly 

accownted Magik, neyther studied, or exercised: But confessed my self, long 

tyme to haue byn desyrous to haue help in my philosophicall studies throwgh the 

Cumpany and information of the blessed Angels of God (Dee 66) 

Dee acknowledges his inexperience with magical practice, and welcomes Kelley / Talbot 

to partake in his experiments. The scryer’s willingness to assist in the experiments would 

help Dee, allowing the scryer to handle the spiritual side while Dee could stand back to 

ask questions, record his observations, and keep the sessions organized.  
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 Though the two worked together, arguments arose between them throughout their 

partnership, with much of it stemming from Kelley’s eccentric behavior. Despite these 

issues, Dee chose to keep working alongside Kelley, knowing that: 

Kelley’s value was not a matter of character. Indeed, the flaws in his nature were 

evidence of his strengths as a skryer. An effective medium needs to be like a child 

or even an animal: instinctive, volatile, highly sensitive to his surroundings, and 

unconstrained by intelligence or experience…Furthermore, where it counted, 

Kelley delivered. The richness and sophistication of his visions, the combination 

of clear divine light and complex cabalistic formulas was not only captivating, but 

convincing (Woolley 167) 

Despite the clash of personalities, Dee acknowledged Kelley’s usefulness as a scryer due 

to his childlike behavior, erratic tendencies, and the physical effects the sessions seemed 

to have upon Kelley.  The physical symptoms of “pangs, heart palpitations, ‘a great 

stirring and moving’ of the brains, things running in his head, his belly being ‘full of 

fire’” (Woolley 261) only added to the skill of the medium. In his mind, these attributes 

created a scryer far more in tune with the spirits than the physical world, and would 

benefit his research far more.  

 During the period of time from 1582 to 1583, Dee and Kelley worked together to 

conduct scyring sessions in which the two supposedly made contact with angels. These 

celestial beings could be observed through Kelley peering into the crystal ball. At the 

beginning of these sessions, the two were introduced to the angelic language of these 

celestial beings, a specific set of symbols to represent various letters that, in turn, could 
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spell out the names of the holy spirits they conversed with. Dee recorded these letters to 

create this Angelic alphabet. 

 

Fig. 1. Dee’s Angelic Language. Dee, John. The Enochian Evocation of Dr. John 

Dee. Ed. Geoffrey James. San Francisco: Weiser Books, 1984. 190. Print. 

Figure 1 represents the symbols in the Angelic language, revealing the symbols 

corresponding with the English alphabet. The letters were used to keep track of the names 

of the angels and decorate the various tables used in summoning the spirits. Editor 

Geoffrey James offers more insight on the Angelic language in his preface of The 

Enochian Evocation of Dr. John Dee. He writes “Many Angelical words feature 

unpronounceable strings of consonants. Angelical letter arrangements appear to be 

random... Finally, Angelical numbers are incomprehensible using any known base or 
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numbering scheme” (Dee xxij). The Angelic language does not follow a set pattern and is 

meant to be written rather than spoke. In regards to Kelley’s role, he writes “Kelly never, 

as the spirits’ ‘mouthpiece’, pronounced the Angelical words. Kelley dictated letter by 

letter from a table that he saw in the crystal” (Dee xxiij). Rather than speak the words out 

loud, the language serves to identify the spirits and empower the sessions than thrive 

outside the scrying discourse. 
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Fig. 2. Holy Table of the Angels. Dee, John. John Dee’s Five Books of Mystery. 

Ed. Joseph H. Peterson. Boston: Weiser Books, 2003. 43. Print. 

The scrying sessions typically occurred upon a table crafted according to the 

angels’ detailed instructions. Dee records the original session in which the table was 

described, stating “The Table was shewed to haue on the fowre sides of it, Characters and 

names, these that are here in a schedule annexed, in 4 diuerse rowes” (Dee 72). So 

detailed were the requests of the angels, translated from Kelley as he observed through 

the crystal ball, that even the color of the words upon the table was chosen by one of the 

angles dubbed Uriel.  Uriel says: 

The characters and words on the sides of the square Table, are to be written with 

yellow, made of perfect oyle, used in the church…That oyle shalbe opened nto 

you. The oyle, is perfect prayers: of other oyle I haue no respect. We sanctifie, 

bycause we are holy: and you santicy bycause of your holiness” (Dee 72).  

The angels require these specific details for the sake of the holiness of the 

conversation, and both Dee and Kelley are all too eager to meet these requests. Over the 

course of the experiments many different tables were designed according to the angels’ 

demands, but each followed specific instructions and included the Angelic alphabet. 

In the Mysteriorum Libri Quinti, also known as the Five Books of Mystery, Dee 

begins with praise and prayer to God in hopes of the celestial beings bestowing holy 

knowledge upon him. He pleas: 

O God Almighty, thow knowest, & art my director, and witnes herein, That I hau 

from my youth up, desyrd & prayed unto thee for pure & sownd wisdom and 



19 
 

understanding of some of thy truthes naturall and artificiall: such, as by which, 

thy wisdom, goodness & power bestowed in the frame of the word might be 

browght, in some bowntifull measure under the Talent of my Capacitie, to thy 

honor & glory, & the benefit of they Servants, my bretheren & Sistern, in, & by 

thy Christ our Saviour (Dee 58) 

This heartfelt acknowledgement of God’s good will and benevolent gifts prepares the 

work to be acknowledged on a religious level. Though Dee seeks out new information to 

benefit his research, he continuous ties in the religious word of God while traversing the 

magical field of scrying. Each record entry within the book is concluded with an “Amen” 

to God no matter the subject or results of the conversations with the celestial beings, 

keeping a constant respect to a divine creator while uncovering such mysteries. 

 The Mysteriorum Libri Quinti contains detailed records by Dee pertaining to the 

conversations conducted between a variety of angelic spirits, complete with their own 

names and appearances. In one of the initial scrying sessions, Dee describes a 

conversation occurring between himself and the angel known as “Annael”: 

 Dee: In the name of Jesus Christ, who are you? 

 Annael: All power is placed in me. 

 Dee: Which? 

 Annael: Good and bad (Dee 62) 

Even in beginning contact with the spirits, Dee maintains a close relationship with God 

by evoking the name of Jesus Christ. More curious, however, is Annael’s response to the 

question of power. Rather than being simply a being of good, the supposed angel 

acknowledges the power of good and evil, an observation that carries on throughout the 



20 
 

course of the research. Such admissions to having a “bad” power foreshadows some of 

the doubts to come between Kelley and Dee as their sessions continue. 

 A great deal of the conversations recorded during the sessions revolved around 

the various angels explaining different hierarchies of angels serving under God and 

descriptions of tables, sigils, and talismans needed to establish contact with them. During 

these exchanges, however, Dee questioned the spirits on a variety of topics in hopes of 

uncovering secrets of the physical world. These questions ranged from hidden treasures, 

political advice, and navigation, with little received in terms of reward. 
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Fig. 3. Dee’s Angelic Queries. Dee, John. John Dee’s Five Books of Mystery. Ed. 

Joseph H. Peterson. Boston: Weiser Books, 2003.  40. Print. 

Based upon Figure 3, little about the physical world could be obtained through 

questioning the spirits. More often than not, their answers avoided the questions 

completely or, when answered, were vague and unhelpful. When Dee asked about hidden 

treasures, for example, the angel Annael replied “Don’t bother, for these are trifles” (Dee 

62). It is unclear whether the spirits chose to answer in such a way due to simply not 

knowing or because, when compared to the matter of God and his holy world, such 

questions were meaningless. Regardless, the questioning sessions on the physical world 

proved to be a fruitless venture for Dee, offering him little return despite the effort put 

into contacting the spirits.  

 With the acknowledgement of bad powers, mention of evil entities intruding upon 

the sessions, and a lack of questions being answered, doubts arose between Dee and 

Kelley over the status of the beings they conversed with. It was noted that “the angels 

were not infallible emissaries. Just like human testimony, the spiritual sort could not be 

taken at face value. It could be corrupt, incoherent, inconsistent. Some angels were fallen, 

some really demons in disguise” (Woolley 197). The spirits possessed the ability to 

deceive Dee and Kelley, with the latter expressing doubt numerous times over the beings 

from his visions.  

At times Kelley believed the messages were produced through demonic 

possession, and within the Mysteriorum Libri Quinti there are multiple records of Dee 

noting his scryer’s doubt. After receiving a message from one of the angels, Kelley says 
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“neyther with a safe Conscience may I do it, contrary to my vow and profession. Where I 

think and hope, there is some other meaning in these theyr words” (Dee 172). He does 

not completely trust what his visions reveal, and thinks there could be some more 

malicious intent within the advice given by the angels.  

The most extreme instance of the angels as devils in disguise arises when Kelley 

complains of being bitten by one of the creatures. Dee writes how Kelley “cryed out and 

sayd they had nipped him and broken his left arme by the wrest: and he shwed the bare 

arme and there appared both on the upper syde and lower side imprinted deep in, two 

circles as broad as grotes” (Dee 348). Never before had the beings left a physical mark 

upon Kelley, only a collection of pains that dissipated after a while. Both appear equally 

distressed about the occurrence, with Kelley crying “they come flying on me they 

come…But still they cam, gaping and gryning at him” (Dee 348). The medium’s vivid 

descriptions appear once more in this testimony, describing how the spirits come at him 

again and again, far more malicious than any other description of them within the 

records.  

Dee writes of one last instance of demons between himself and Kelley, noting that 

on April 20th of 1583 his medium returned to discuss his doubts. An argument arises 

between the two, and Dee describes how Kelley believes that all they discovered is for 

naught. “[H]e wold utterly discredit the whole process of our actions: as, to be done by 

evill and illuding spirites: seeking his destruction: saying that he hath often here to fore 

byn told things true, but of illuding diuells” (Dee 363). Dee continues to cling to the idea 

that the angels must be emissaries of God, while Kelley argues all they have been told is 

indeed false due to the spirits being demons.  
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These doubts continue to linger within the writing, and continue to do so with 

accusations of Kelley’s visions being simply a product of the eccentric mind. What is 

important to note, however, is that Dee remained utterly convinced in the angels. “He 

never doubted that the spirits were real and was only rarely doubtful that they were good 

angels bearing genuine messages from God…this belief was supported both by his 

readings and the broader cultural conditioning that spirits existed” (Clulee 205). Even 

though Kelley doubted the existence of the angels and hardly any information gained 

from questioning the spirits, Dee nevertheless believed his experiments were crucial in 

understanding the world through a spiritual, researched connection through God. 

 

III. THE APPLICATION OF DEE’S WORK IN DOCTOR FAUSTUS  

Dee’s work soon made an appearance to the public eye, where many a reader 

questioned the sanctity of contacting celestial beings. Pamphlets served as a means of 

informing the public and condemning learned men and their research. “In February 1589 

appeared the cheap pamphlet The History of the Damnable Life and Deserved Death of 

Doctor John Faustus, attacking another astrologer, mathematician, and conjuror who 

sought to perfect human knowledge by conjuring angelic revelations” (Parry 211). The 

pamphlet details Faustus’ desire for knowledge and eventual fall to damnation, and uses 

the man as a message to others in similar fields.  
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Fig. 4. Cover of the Damnable Life pamphlet. Gent, P.F. The historie of the 

damnable life, and the deserued death of Doctor Iohn Faustus Newly imprinted, 

and in conuenient places imperfect matter amended. London: 1592. Early English 

Books Online. Web. 30 September 2014. 

In the beginning pages, the narrator describes Faustus in a particular way. He 

states how he: 

[A]ccompanied himselfe with diuers that were séene in those deuillish artes, and 

that had the Chaldean, Persian, Hebrew, Arabian, and Greeke tongues, vsing 
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figures, characters, coniurations, incantations, with many other ceremonies 

belonging to those internal arts, as necromancy, charmes, sooth• ayings, 

witchcraft, enchantment, being delighted with their bookes, words, & names so 

well, that he studied day and night ther∣in, insomuch, that he could not abide to be 

called D. of Diuinity, but waxed a worldly man, and named himselfe an 

Astrologian, and a Mathe∣matician, and for shadow, sometimes a Phisition, and 

did great cures, namely, with hearbs, roots, waters, drinkes, receits, and clysters 

(Gent 2) 

The Faustus of the pamphlet is described as both a man interested in the demonic arts and 

the realms of science, hence why the author identifies Faustus as interested in astrology, 

mathematics, and medicine. Like Dee and other practitioners of the time, Faustus placed 

his interests both in the magical and scientific, which does not appear to get him 

condemned automatically. Only when pursuing studies in those “devilish arts” does Dee 

condemn himself to his damnation. 

 The narrator is quick to warn others not to follow in the footsteps of Faustus and 

avoid pursuing the devilish arts. He writes “I wish all Christians to take example by this 

wicked Doctor, and to be comforted in Christ, contenting themselues with that vocation, 

whereunto it hath pleased God to call them, and not to estéeme the vaine delight of this 

life, as did this vnhappy Faustus in gi∣uing his soule to the deuil” (Gent 7) The pamphlet 

calls to Christians to learn from Faustus’ mistakes and damnation, to avoid the delights of 

magic, and instead turn back to the comforts religion provides. The pamphlet reiterates 
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returning to God at the end of the tale, after Faustus has been carried to Hell and torn 

apart by demons: 

[B]e carefull of their vocation, and to be at defiance with all deuillish workes, as 

God hath most precisely for∣bidden, to the end we should not inuite the deuill as a 

Guest, nor giue him place as that wicked Faustus hath done: for here we haue a 

feareful example of his writing, promise, and end, that we may remember him: 

that we goe not astray, but take God alwayes before our eyes, to call a∣lone vpon 

him, and to honour him all the dayes of our life, with heart and harty prayer, and 

with all our strength and soule to glorifie his holy name, defying the deuill and all 

his workes, to the end we may remaine with Christ in all endlesse ioy. (Gent 80) 

Here the pamphlet calls to the reader to avoid the writings, promises, and lies the devil 

hides within. Though not explicitly named, the common reader would be familiar with 

Dee’s reputation as a devilish conjuror, connecting the condemning pamphlet to his 

works. According to the pamphlet, to dabble in these areas is an invitation for corruption 

of the soul and, in turn, eternal damnation. Though the pamphlet tells the life and death of 

Faustus, readers at the time of its publication would be aware of researchers such as Dee. 

Science and mathematics were often greeted with suspicion, as previously described, but 

taking the research further by seeking to summon spirits risked calling upon demonic 

entities. Dee and Kelley certainly had their own doubts experience firsthand through their 

sessions and the aftereffects, and pamphlets such as Damnable Life only exacerbated 

those suspicions in the eye of the public.  
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 Playwrights of the sixteenth century drew upon the information provided by 

scientific research and publications, such as The Damnable Life. Christopher Marlowe’s 

play, Doctor Faustus, elaborates on Faustus’ tragic tale and brings it to life upon the 

stage. The earliest known performance of the play was probably in 1594, though earlier 

performances may have been carried out. The timeframe of Dee’s work, from 1582 to 

1583, and the subsequent publication of The Damnable Life in 1589 could easily serve as 

inspiration to Marlowe to elaborate on the Faustus legend. The prologue of the play 

echoes the warnings of the Damnable Life pamphlet, cautioning the reader as Faustus sets 

himself up for damnation:  

So soon he profits in divinity, 

The fruitful plot of scholarism graced, 

That shortly he was graced with doctor’s name, 

Excelling all whose sweet delight disputes 

In heavenly matters of theology; 

Till swoll’n with cunning, of a self-conceit, 

His waxen wings did mount above his reach, 

And melting heavens conspired his overthrow. 

For, falling to a devilish exercise, 

And glutted more with learning’s golden gifts, 

He surfeits upon cursed necromancy. 

Nothing so sweet as magic is to him, 

Which he prefers before his chiefest bliss (Prologue, 15-27) 
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Marlowe describes Faustus as a man of great scholarly and theological prestige, someone 

worthy of respect. Such feelings vanish, however, as Faustus sets his interests in the 

tempting arts of magic and demons. The “devilish exercise” and “cursed necromancy” 

shall be his downfall throughout the play, just as the Faustus pamphlet warns. Even at the 

start, Marlowe’s play follows public views with scholarly men falling to the studies of 

magic, preparing the observer for the inevitable fall of Faustus.  

 Though the sixteenth and seventeenth century were high periods of scientific 

research, both the Church and State condemned much of this knowledge. The human 

mind more often than not sorts items into dichotomies – hot and cold, light and dark, 

good and bad. To that degree, some aspects of knowledge were labeled as forbidden 

because they touched upon what many of the Church and State considered “high 

knowledge.” In “High and Low: The Theme of Forbidden Knowledge in the Sixteenth 

and Seventeenth Centuries” Carlo Ginzburg discusses this subject in detail and the three 

ways in which knowledge against “high things” is organized. He writes:  

Cosmic reality: it is forbidden to look into the skies, as well as into the secrets of 

Nature (arcana naturae). Religious reality: it is forbidden to know the secrets of 

God (arcana Dei) like predestination, the Trinitarian dogma and so on. Political 

reality: it is forbidden to know the secrets of power (arcana imperii), that is, the 

mysteries of politics (Ginzburg 32) 

Should one delve too much into any of these three forbidden categories of knowledge, 

that individual risks the sanctity of the God, the Church, and the power of rulers. By 

condemning practitioners such as Faustus or Dee, these three realities maintain their 
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power over what knowledge is allowed or forbidden. Those who seek to surpass the 

monarchy, word of God, and laws of Nature are blasphemous for trying to seek 

knowledge above God himself, and in turn must be an enemy of this “high knowledge”. 

Should a man seek to surpass this “high knowledge”, the only logical alternative within 

this system of thought points the individual to be a corruptor of God’s knowledge and a 

wicked instrument of the Devil. At the same time, however, both sides continue to talk 

about the forbidden knowledge, either by producing their research or condemning it 

further in the public eye. 

 Marlowe’s own interpretation of magic is described in the first act, where Faustus 

states the requirements of participating in magic. He says: 

He that is grounded in astrology, 

Enriched with tongues, well seen in minerals, 

Hath all the principles magic doth require. (1.1, 138-140) 

Just like Agrippa’s definition of a magician required knowledge in all things, so does 

Faustus, and without such knowledge the magician cannot succeed. Faustus rifles through 

various books within his library from politics, law, philosophy, and theology before 

moving to the more tempting information contained in books of magic. His extensive 

library marks a man well learned in all things, a requirement that many definitions of 

magic follow and Marlowe’s is no exception. 

 A striking coincidence, however, can be found between Dee’s work and the 

conversations between Faustus and Mephistopheles in the play. Just as Dee sought to 

question his angels on the mysteries of the universe, Faustus took seeks celestial 
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knowledge of the stars, planets, and universe. Like Dee’s research, Faustus soon finds 

that he is unable to receive the direct answers he desires while questioning 

Mephistopheles about the universe: 

Faustus: Tell me, are there many heavens about the moon? 

Are all celestial bodies but one globe 

As is the substance of this centric earth? 

Mephistopheles: As are the elements, such are the spheres 

Mutually folded in each other’s orb, 

And, Faustus, all jointly move upon one axletree, 

Whose termine is termed the world’s wide pole; 

Nor are the names of Saturn, Mars, or Jupiter 

Feigned, but are erring stars. 

Faustus: But, tell me, have they all one motion, both situ et tempore? [in space 

and time] 

Mephistopheles: All jointly move from east to west in twenty-four hours upon the 

poles of the world, but differ in their motion upon the poles of the zodiac. 

Faustus: Tush, these slender trifles Wagner can decide. 

Hath Mephistopheles no greater skill? (2.3, Lines 53-50) 



31 
 

Faustus becomes frustrated with the quality of information given to him by the demon, 

for Mephistopheles tells him information already known by man. If his servant Wagner 

knows it, what good was it to trade his soul for the same reply?  

 The debates of the cosmos continue with Faustus as he presses 

Mephistopheles on the creator of the world: 

 Faustus: Well I am answered. Tell me who made the world? 

Mephistopheles: I will not. 

Faustus: Sweet Mephistopheles, tell me. 

Mephistopheles: Move me not, for I will not tell thee. 

Faustus: Villain, have I not bound thee to tell me any thing? 

Mephistopheles: Ay, that is not against our kingdom; but this is. Think thou on 

hell, Faustus, for thou art damned. (2.3, 64-70) 

Just as Dee’s angels avoided similar questions on the creation of the universe and 

mysteries of the planets, Mephistopheles sidesteps Faustus’ inquiries. The vague answers, 

repetition of known information, or a refusal to answer at all reflect Dee’s scrying 

sessions where only the question of a lost book received an answer of worth. Whether it 

is through scrying or soul exchange, the knowledge gained through spiritual 

communication appears fruitless compared to the price paid. Neither Dee nor Faustus 

receive satisfactory answers, though in the case of Faustus the spirit he converses with is 

pronounced a devil straightaway. Dee’s scrying sessions are less clear, but nevertheless 

fruitless in obtaining the desired information. 
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 Dee’s research rests upon the boundaries of Ginzburg’s “high knowledge” 

realities, where on one hand Dee seeks knowledge from God through the angels. He 

wishes to know the secrets of the universe, to find what is hidden, and discover 

knowledge that would otherwise remain hidden to the mortal man. On the other hand, 

Dee’s scrying sessions prove ineffective with the sidestepped questions, deceitful 

answers, and false information given by the spirits. He is unable to surpass the “high 

knowledge” of God, yet tries regardless of his failures. Though the results from magic are 

unsatisfactory in uncovering the knowledge Dee so desperately seeks, yet there is enough 

interest in his research to alarm the Church enough to denounce his actions as that of 

wicked, devilish conjuror.  

 In the struggle of magic, science, and religion, Marlowe creates a stage 

production appealing to the current debates of the sixteenth century. In Forbidden Matter 

Gerald Pinciss touches upon why the subject of religion would appeal to a playwright. He 

states: 

Religion was ideal for treatment in the playhouses—even when one might need to 

serve it up in a veiled or encoded form—since, both by their shock value and their 

topicality, plays on religious matters could attract an audience to the theater. Such 

material, then, would appeal to the commercial interests of the acting companies, 

and as a consequence many playwrights were tempted to write about religion. 

And since differences among religious beliefs could provide the kinds of conflicts 

necessary for drama, even playwrights with unexceptional religious opinions 

found it of practical value (Pinciss 15).  
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The conflict of religion and its involvement with magic could draw a crowd, creating an 

economic and political interest to put on plays like Doctor Faustus. The religious debate 

sold the seats, making it a lucrative business indeed to intertwine a religious issue within 

the play. This conflict, along with the ever-growing doubts of Dee’s work, certainly 

added to the popularity of Doctor Faustus. Great debates occurred over the study of 

magic and science, and as the years passed Dee struggled with accusations of being a 

conjuror of demons. Plays, like Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, could sway an audience upon 

the issue just as the pamphlets did.  

In The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age Frances Yates offers a similar 

view of Marlowe’s purpose in writing Doctor Faustus: “It was written to be produced in 

the popular theatre, with horrific diabolical effects, to audiences working up into hysteria. 

In fact, as already remarked, it belongs to the atmosphere of the contemporary witch 

crazes in which the building up of Cornelius Agrippa into a black magician played a 

significant part” (Yates 119).  Agrippa too experienced the stigma of practicing magical 

arts, just as Dee received his own accusations of black magic and creating pacts with the 

devil. Just as the pamphlet The Damnable Life condemns Faustus from straying from 

God, Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus presents what little knowledge is gained from 

communication with a spirit, demonic or otherwise. 

A play containing religious ideas and conflict can also serve a way to reaffirm the 

religious beliefs. Just as the Damnable Life pamphlet urges good Christians to stay far 

away from the path Faustus follows and Marlowe’s Faustus refuses to repent, both 

characters receive damnation. In The World of Christopher Marlowe, David Riggs points 

out how the play revitalizes Christian belief. He says “The Faust legend offered them a 
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powerful reaffirmation of Satan and Hell just when people were beginning to question 

their existence” (Riggs 248). Whether the common reads of Faustus’ damnation through 

text or observes it upon stage, he is reminded that devils can affect the physical world and 

corrupt even the most learned of men. Working with such diabolical spirits for the sake of 

power and information can and will, according to the pamphlet and play, result in one’s 

downfall. Both serve as a dark warning to any who question their existence, or are 

curious to see what can be gleaned from those dark dealings.  

Dee’s work embodies the relationship between magic, science, and religion, 

where the pursuit of universal knowledge relies on God’s will to be uncovered. To Dee, 

his research was less dabbling in dark arts and more a salvation in which he could explore 

God’s will. The pursuit of knowledge served as Dee’s own path towards salvation, to 

offer a greater connection to God and provide a better understanding of this world. 

Whether the spirits Dee communicated were angelic messengers of God or simply devils 

in disguise, Dr. John Dee’s work represents the struggle of magic, science, and religion 

coexisting with one another. 

Marlowe’s play, however, takes Dee’s research and applies it in a way to 

condemn the work of Dee and other practitioners who dabbled in magic and science 

while being faithful to their religion. The play carries with it a new level of complexity, 

for rather than poking fun at the greediness of a man who sells his soul to the devil for 

power the play becomes a message that warns others to steer clear of the fields of science 

and magic. Between the play and pamphlet, the only thing gained from these ventures is 

damnation. Even with an interest in magic, Dee is able to balance this out with his 

pursuits in science and religion. Unlike Faustus who rejects all forms of knowledge but 
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magic, Dee represents a man who is open to all three fields, giving each respect and 

utilizing them for his own knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



36 
 

WORKS CITED 

Agrippa, Henry Cornelius. “From Three Books of Occult Philosophy”. Dr. 

Faustus. Ed. David Scott Kastan. New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2005. Print. 

226-232 

Clark, Stuart. Thinking with Demons: The Idea of Witchcraft in Early Modern 

Europe. New York:Oxford University Press, 1997. Print. 

Clulee, Nicholas H. John Dee’s Natural Philosophy. New York: Routledge, 1988. 

Print. 

Dee, John. The Enochian Evocation of Dr. John Dee. Ed. Geoffrey James. San 

Francisco: Weiser Books, 1984. Print. 

Dee, John. John Dee’s Five Books of Mystery. Ed. Joseph H. Peterson. Boston: 

Weiser Books, 2003. Print. 

Eamon, William. “Science and Popular Culture in Sixteenth Century Italy: The 

‘Professors of Secrets’ and Their Books.” Sixteenth Century Journal 16.4 (1985): 471-

485. Web. 23 September 2014.  

Gent, P.F. The historie of the damnable life, and the deserued death of Doctor 

Iohn Faustus Newly imprinted, and in conuenient places imperfect matter amended. 

London: 1592. Early English Books Online. Web. 30 September 2014. 

Ginzburg, Carlo. “High and Low: The Theme of Forbidden Knowledge in the 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries”. Past & Present 73 (1976): 28-41. Web. 11 March 

2015. 



37 
 

Marlowe, Christopher. Doctor Faustus. Ed. David Scott Kastan. New York: W. 

W. Norton & Company, 2005. Print. 

Parry, Glyn. The Arch-Conjuror of England. New Haven: Yale University Press, 

2011. Print. 

Pinciss, Gerald M. Forbidden Matter. London: Associated University Presses, 

2000. Print. 

Riggs, David. The World of Christopher Marlowe. New York: Henry Holt and 

Company, 2004. Print. 

Thorndike, Lynn. The Place of Magic in the Intellectual History of Europe. New 

York: AMS Press, Inc, 1967. Print. 

Webster, C. From Paracelsus to Newton: Magic and the Making of Modern 

Science. Cambridge, 1982. Print.  

Woolley, Benjamin. The Queen’s Conjurer. New York: Owl Books, 2001. Print. 

Yates, Frances A. The Occult Philosophy in the Elizabethan Age. London: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 1979. Print. 

Zetterberg, J. Peter. “The Mistaking of ‘the Mathematical’ for Magic in Tudor 

and Stuart England.”. Sixteenth Century Journal 11.1 (1980): 83-97. Web. 22 September 

2014. 

 


